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ABSTRACT: 
This photo essay examines the process of recollecting wounded narratives. It 
explores how these narratives are rooted in various concepts of memory and 
postmemory, which are, in turn, embedded in a familial framework and in the visual 
arts. The focus here is on a backpack formerly owned by my grandfather, Gyula 
Flohr, which was the inspiration for my art project Chances in Life – Grandpa’s 
Backpack. This project illustrates the process of recollecting wounded narratives in 
practice, addressing the life of my grandfather, primarily by reconstructing through 
drawings the built environment in which his life was framed, examining discovered 
family relics, and listening to conversations with Gyula’s two children: my father, 
János, and my aunt, Marcsi. Chances in Life presents contradictory narratives told 
by the family and the state, pointing to nuanced social and gender relations, and the 
diminished chances in life in Eastern Europe in an increasingly closed society. 
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But Moses said to the LORD, “Please, O 
Lord, I have never been a man of words, 
either in times past or now that You have 
spoken to Your servant; I am slow of speech 
and slow of tongue.” Exodus 4:10 (Jewish 
Publication Society 1999, 119) 
 
1. Introduction  
My grandfather was not a man of words, at least not in the last decades of his life 
when I knew him. Long before I was born, he had decided not to share much about 
his experience in a forced labor battalion in Bor in 1944, or about how his family 
perished in different ghettos and concentration camps during the Second World 
War. 
Due to his silence, the Nazi genocide remained un-narrated and muted in my 
family, a kind of ghost or invisible specter. My family experience is unique, but it 
surely shares a lot in common with the experiences of other post-generations, not 
only of the Holocaust, but also of other genocides. In my family, these untold 
traumatic narratives became a “hauntingly possessive ghost” (LaCapra 2001, xi). 
For sure, this ghost was not the cause of all these family difficulties, but it still plays 
an important role in the dynamic. In an effort to dissolve this dynamic, I started 
conducting research about my grandfather, and as a first step, I drew upon my own 
sparse knowledge and memories of him. 
At a later point, I asked my grandfather’s two children – my father and my 
aunt – for help, and I interviewed them with a special focus on the story of my 
grandfather’s survival of the Second World War. 
I understood at the beginning that my toolbox was limited, so I reconstructed 
the story from earlier narratives that I had heard as a child, from my own memories, 
and from the recollections of others.  And, later, I also conducted archival research 
using the earlier narratives as my guides. The original protagonist, of course, was 
my grandfather, but I slowly realized that there was another, inanimate and 
inscrutable protagonist: a backpack that appeared over and over again in the 
narratives of my grandfather’s survival. My grandfather ordered the custom-made 
backpack in 1944 and, nearly eighty years later, after it had long disappeared, I 







































































object and the accompanying story were initially intended for my daughter, Miriam, 
as a family relic for study and contemplation.  
Everything I knew about my paternal grandfather can be summed up in about 
ten sentences, fragments that I wove together as a child. The story I created, a 
veritable hero’s myth about my grandfather, was an attempt to compensate for the 
lack of any real knowledge about him. Whenever I found myself in a difficult 
situation, I would repeat the myth to myself, as if it were a parable.  
2. My fabricated story  
My grandfather adored high-quality objects, especially if they were meticulously 
crafted. In 1944, he was deported from Budapest to Bor, a mining town in Serbia, 
for forced labor. When he realized that he was going to be deported, he ordered 
custom-made hiking boots from a shoemaker and a backpack with secret pockets 
from a tailor. This investment was to pay off – the hiking boots and backpack served 
him well during his time as a forced laborer, enabling him to survive. 
These objects saved his life in Bor and on his way back to Budapest. Later 
on, my father grew up with these objects and they became the carriers of the story 
of my grandfather (Flohr, 2021, 57) This story of survival is centered on the two 
sugar cubes and the one liter of water that my grandfather consumed each day while 
he walked more than 500 km from Bor to Budapest.  
A decade after the war, my father found these objects – the boots and the 
backpack – and my grandfather was forced to explain their unique shape and 
function. Unfortunately, however, they were eventually lost, and I never saw them 
myself. There is no detailed list of forced laborers of Bor, and my archival research 
has thus far uncovered almost nothing about the life of my grandfather during this 
period.1 My aunt’s and father’s stories were all I knew about this period of his life. 
Meanwhile, all the contemporary witnesses have passed away, and my father and 
his sister remain the sole bearers of the stories. Even the objects have disappeared, 
and they only exist in my father’s and aunt’s memory (Flohr, 2021, 58) 
 
1 Tamás Csapody attempted to collect almost all the names of labor servicemen of Bor. “During 
World War II about 6000 Hungarian labor servicemen were taken to Bor, Serbia. According to the 
Hungarian-German agreements, 94% of the two large groups of labor servicemen who were 
gathered and transported in 1943 comprised labor battalions conscripted from the entire country. 
The second group of Jewish labor servicemen - who came mainly from Budapest and the younger 
ones from Jászberény and Vác – were transported to Bor by train after the German occupation of 







































































I decided to discover these scraps of history, to deconstruct them, and in the 
process, reconstruct my grandfather’s life; at the center of my research, I placed the 
story’s mythical element: the missing backpack.  
To dispel any illusions, I must emphasize that we’re not talking about the life 
of a universally beloved grandfather; indeed, his children – my father and aunt – 
always had a conflictual memory of him. This conflict appeared at all levels; there 
is not a single detail of my grandfather’s life upon which my father and aunt are in 
full agreement. This is thanks, in part, to the traditional, gendered child-rearing 
norms of the 1950s, which meant that my aunt was closer to her mother and had 
more conversations with her, from which my father was largely excluded. I always 
have to remind myself that there is a six-year age difference between my father and 
aunt. So, when my aunt had these important conversations with her mother, she was 
just a teenager, whereas my father was already a grown-up, who probably came 
home just to wash himself and go to sleep. Based on the contemporary photos of 
him, I assume he rarely ate. My aunt and father also disagree on interpretation. Even 
when they agree on basic facts of the story – the chronology, the uttered words – 
they interpret them differently. Moreover, their own relationships with their father 
are full of tension and contradiction, and, as time passes, their stories about their 
father continuously change, not only with respect to content, but also with respect 
to interpretation. From year to year, a certain story or anecdote acquires a new 
meaning. In order to learn more about my grandfather, I felt that I had to familiarize 
myself with the conflicting narratives.  
When he was alive, my grandfather rarely looked at me when we met, and 
when he did, he was always unhappy with my body. As he always pointed out: I 
was thin and my legs were like matchsticks, and all in all, I was not a child, just a 
girl. He would say this after gazing at me briefly from a distance, as a complaint to 
my parents and as a worry to my grandmother. Afterwards, I would have to go to 
him. He would grab me by my arms, my body clenched between them as he raised 
me and shook me and then put me down again. Then he would instruct me to adjust 
the fringe of the carpet. Basically, this ceremony was our relationship. My first 
memories of him are from when I was four to five years old. When I turned eleven 
and reached the height of one and a half meters, he stopped shaking me, and shortly 







































































3. The interviews 
Over the course of the interviews, my father and aunt responded to my inquiries. 
The starting point of the conversation was the hero’s myth I created as a child and 
the backpack – the backpack, which, like my grandfather, no longer exists. I have 
to add that this hero’s myth changed a lot over the years as my father’s and aunt’s 
relationship with their father changed. When I was a teenager, it consisted of a few 
catchphrases here and there, and then in high school, when we learned about the 
Holocaust in my history, literature, or Judaic Studies class, I started to supplement 
my own woven narrative with the memories of others, that is, grandfathers of my 
classmates or even the parents of my teachers, whose male relatives survived the 
Holocaust or, by chance, the Bor camp where my grandfather was. For the next 
fifteen years, the story more or less remained the same. Only later, when I started 
to study the Holocaust from the perspective of the third generation, the story 
continuously grew, as I acquired more information, year by year, and progressed in 
my research. Today, all the related stories together are almost the length of a 
dissertation.  
Let’s return to the interviews. First, I conducted an interview with my father. 
We focused on the backpack, which I asked him to draw from memory. A graphic 
designer by profession, my father readily agreed to my request, and I subsequently 
asked a tailor to make the backpack on the basis of the drawings and narratives.  
When it was finished, I happily showed the backpack to my aunt, who immediately 
declared that it was pretty but looked nothing like the original. At this point, I 
realized that my aunt may also have memories of the object, so I sat down with her 
and repeated the interview that I had already conducted with my father. We covered 
the same questions, but this time I made a drawing of the backpack on the basis of 
our conversation with her. I then returned to the same tailor, and she made a 
backpack on the basis of my drawing and my aunt’s recollections. I conducted the 
interviews with my father and aunt separately, at different places and times and, 
only when I was typing them up, did I realize that they contradict each other all the 
time. It was as if the memory of my grandfather was an ongoing battle between the 
two of them. After a while I decided to conduct a family interview with my aunt 
and father together, to show the dynamics of dialogue between them. I posed an 







































































revealed much more of their real experience with my grandfather and the role he 
played in their lives.  
When I put the two backpacks next to each other – one of them custom-made 
according to my aunt’s memories, the other one according to my father’s drawings 
– the two narratives visibly deviated from one another. 





Fig 1. Zsuzsi Flohr. 2018. Reconstruction 1. Photo and drawing digital collage. This image was 










































































Fig 2. Zsuzsi Flohr. 2021. Reconstruction 2. Photo with subtitle. This image was created by using 
the photo documentation of the exhibition Chances in Life by Krisztián Zana, 2019. Chances in Life 




Fig 3. Zsuzsi Flohr. 2021. Reconstruction 3. Photo with subtitle. This image was created by using 








































































Fig 4. Zsuzsi Flohr. 2021. Reconstruction 4. Photo with subtitle. This image was created by using 
the photo documentation of the exhibition Chances in Life by Krisztián Zana, 2019. 
 
 
Fig 5. Zsuzsi Flohr. 2021. Reconstruction 5. Photo with subtitle. This image was created by using 








































































Marcsi: "What I remember about the story of the backpack – because I am six years 
younger than János – that when little János went to nursery school . . . that’s when 
the backpack first appeared, and it was the right size for a four-year-old boy.  The 
backpack seemed heavy and that’s when they unstitched the sugar cubes from it, 




Fig 6. Zsuzsi Flohr. 2021. Reconstruction 6. Photo with subtitle. This image was created by using 









































































Fig 7. Zsuzsi Flohr. 2021. Reconstruction 7. Photo with subtitle. This image was created by using 
the photo of Zsuzsi Flohr from 2017. 
 
 
Fig 8. Zsuzsi Flohr. 2021. Reconstruction 8. Photo with subtitle. This image was created by using 









































































Fig 9. Zsuzsi Flohr. 2021. Reconstruction 9. Photo with subtitle. This image was created by using 
the photo of Zsuzsi Flohr from 2017. 
 
 
Fig 10. Zsuzsi Flohr. 2021. Reconstruction 10. Photo with subtitle. This image was created by using 









































































Fig 11. Zsuzsi Flohr. 2021. Reconstruction 11. Photo with subtitle. This image was created by using 
the photo of Krisztián Zana 2019. 
 
 
Fig 12. Zsuzsi Flohr. 2021. Reconstruction 12. Photo with subtitle. This image was created by using 








































































4. My father concluded the discussion with the following remarks  
János: "The backpack that my father took to Bor has nothing in common with the 
backpack that my little sister dreamed up. What my little sister dreamed up, that’s 
my childhood backpack, in which there were never any sugar cubes. My father 
sewed a kilo or so of sugar cubes into his own backpack, in the long shoulder strap 
that goes across your shoulders. It’s at least 70 centimeters long, and when you think 
about it, a kilo of sugar cubes fit inside it. How could a two-meter tall, 100-kilo man 
go to forced labor with a backpack for a nursery schooler?!”  
In the interviews my father and aunt showed a strong attachment to the object 
and to the memories associated with it. 
My primary goal was to learn as much as possible about the object, even if 
my eyewitnesses were unreliable and contradicted each other.  I realized that, in 
these contradictions, the backpack and its associated memories bring old family 
conflicts, childhood memories and untold stories to the surface.   
Still, their debates, their emotions, and their wish to satisfy my thirst for 
knowledge made these conversations all the more difficult. Over the course of the 
interviews, my aunt and father were able to speak freely about anything they 
remembered or thought they remembered. At the beginning, I thought there were 
no topics that were so painful that they wouldn’t be able to address them or talk 
about them. The difficulties they had in telling their story bring to mind the 
metaphor of the wounded tongue. As Sara Horowitz writes,  
 
The Western literary tradition associates the wounded tongue with the feminine, 
standing for powerlessness in the face of violent forces that seek to violate and 
silence, distancing women from their stories. In Jewish writing after the Shoah, 
however, the figure of the wounded tongue recurs most frequently in narratives 
by and about men” (2001, 107).  
 
In this narrative by my aunt, I never understood completely why she was not fully 
forthcoming. There were, of course, too many reasons. She views her father as an 
anti-hero, and she does not want to identify with him too much. Whenever she talks 
about him, she is simultaneously detached and emotional, and she speaks in half 
sentences. Often, when my grandfather comes up, my aunt gets angry and tense. 
The reasons for this tension have also changed over the years. Nowadays, she is 
increasingly angry at the way they had to live as a result of my grandfather’s nature. 







































































made it impossible for her to pursue a career as an opera singer. Once, he made 
such a scene after a premiere that Magdi, my grandmother, was taken to the hospital 
with a nervous breakdown. At the edge of her bed, the doctor reassured my 
grandmother that this was man’s nature and that a woman should not be jealous, 
and Magdi, gathering her remaining strength, explained to the doctor again and 
again that it was not she who was jealous but her husband. He was the one who 
made a scene. Later, my grandfather arrived at the hospital with an enormous 
bouquet, and, next to the bed, he begged her for forgiveness. By that time, the 
attending physician was able to understand the situation. 
The jealousy, however, did not disappear, and it degenerated to such an extent 
that, after her concerts, Magdi either gave the post-performance bouquet to her 
wardrobe assistant or threw it right into the trash. She could not bring it home, 
because it would have caused a fit of jealousy, with sleeping child(ren) there, to 
boot. My grandmother sensed the risk in time, and she switched to a career as a 
voice teacher, mainly for actors. She gave others a voice and she created a mode of 
self-expression through speech and song. Of course, an actor recites a pre-written 
text, but what really matters is how she recites it. She also constantly reassured me 
that a woman must put her foot down and can’t just leave things alone. How much 
of this knowledge she managed to pass onto her daughter, my aunt, is probably best 
illustrated by the fact that, after a short career as an opera singer, she, too, became 
a singing instructor. In the interviews, alongside my father, my aunt Marcsi tends 
to play the role of the voiceless woman, unable to express herself with mere words, 
and forced to find other ways to communicate. As I wrote, she wanted to be an 
opera singer, like her mother before her, but she became a voice teacher, not a 
performer. For the past thirty years, she has taught voice professionally, training 
others to sing and perform on stage. I would not say that she is voiceless, not at all. 
She loves to talk about everyday events, but I had to find my way to give her voice 
through the interview by doing individual recordings with her, to get out her true 
conflicted feelings and thoughts and experiences with her father. 
With regard to the possibilities of narration, I would like to refer briefly to the 
biblical verse that serves as an epigraph to this article, and its bearing on the 
difficulties of speaking, teaching, and narrating. Moses and his sister Miriam each 
narrate history in their own way, passing on their knowledge, and when I listened 







































































understanding, both Miriam and Moses are endowed with alternate ways of 
speaking. Moses is described as having a “heavy tongue” or a “slow tongue.”  
Miriam does not speak in a traditional manner, either. During the exodus from 
Egypt, she teaches the women with music and song. In my story, the narrators also 
have alternate ways of speaking, but for different reasons. My father unconsciously 
embellishes and rewrites every story, while my aunt seems to speak through her 
emotions. My father believes that the stories he has invented are true at the moment, 
and my aunt believes that she doesn’t remember a thing. In line with Horowitz’s 
theory, both tongues are pulled out of shape here, formulating and distorting the 
story in such a way that some parts will never find a way to narration.  
I also communicate in different channels, from words to art, and if I can’t tell 
a story, I ask and interview others to tell it. 
Of course, my father’s and aunt’s memories are limited and unreliable from 
many perspectives. But still, they are informative. They symbolize the parental 
narratives – the ways that children create self-identities by connecting across 
generations. I tried to collect, interpret, and piece together so I could incorporate 
them into my own narrative. My role as a collector and interpreter in this process is 
what DeKoven Ezrahi calls “the dynamic or relativist position, [which] approaches 
the representation of memory of that place as a construction of strategies for an 
ongoing renegotiation of that historical reality” (1995, 122). 
The reconstruction of the backpack was sparked by my desire to fill in the 
gaps and holes in familial memory, by a desire to reconstruct my grandfather’s 
personality, to try to get to know him, to uncover the “truth” about him. But I was 
alone with this need through almost the entire project. Neither my father nor my 
aunt wanted to talk about their father on their own initiative. They were trapped 
between revisiting memories or keeping silent. The process of reconstructing the 
backpack turned the backpack into a symbol, an object bearing a reconstructed 
family history. The contradictions and fundamental disagreements between my 
father and my aunt point to a very compelling and problematic aspect of memory 
work, especially in Hungary and elsewhere in Eastern Europe where memory work 
from the second generation, the generation of postmemory, exactly spanning the 
age of my father and aunt, is frequently missing. The generation of postmemory, 








































































In Hungary, where I grew up, memory and historic self-recognition are 
connected with struggle, not just on the level of public engagement, but within the 
private realm as well. Many members of the third generation were born into families 
who had already passed through decades of silence and forgetting, with a tacit (or 
not so tacit) taboo placed on the events of the Holocaust. Despite the fact that 
several interviews, novels and psychological studies were published in the years 
following the Holocaust, very little familial or social dialogue was generated in 
Hungary in the decades following the Second World War. On the other hand, recent 
research has shown that exactly the opposite was the case: already from the 1940s 
on, significant archival material, testimonies, literature, and films were generated 
both in Western Europe and America and even, to some extent, in Hungary, 
bringing the entire idea of mass silencing into question (Cesarani 2012). This 
situation is contradictory: on the one hand we speak of the taboo that was felt in a 
very real way by many, including myself, to speak of the Holocaust, while on the 
other hand, significant material was collected and became accessible in the years 
immediately following the war. Nevertheless, in many cases on the level of familial 
self-awareness and the individual experience within the family, silencing was 
dominant. While I search for answers to this ambivalence, I have thus far found that 
the answers themselves are often contradictory. 
A very good example of this is my aunt’s and father’s knowledge about their 
father's forced labor service and the previous life of his family, which is rather 
minimal, aside from narratives from family and friends. When we were done with 
the interviews, I started sharing my research with them, which examined the period 
between 1890 and 1945 in the life of the Flohr family, including my grandfather’s 
forced labor service.  
As I progress with my research, new materials always turn up, such as my 
great grandfather’s obituary or the location of his business in the late 1920s. I keep 
telling my father and aunt about these things to see if this will jar any memories in 
them, which I can use to supplement my research. 
I gradually came to realize that the creation of the backpack and the resulting 
intergenerational discussions on the Holocaust and forced labor had forced my 
father and aunt not just to appropriate the story of their father but indeed, their own 
histories. (Flohr, 2021, 62) The object of this appropriation was the backpack, or 







































































row, I spoke with my father about what he knew, what he remembered about his 
father’s wartime years. The anecdotes he shared were just fragments and a few 
passing remarks, but he didn’t know how many times his father was called up for 
forced labor or which of Bor’s sub-camps he was sent to. But he did tell quite a bit, 
and I tried to weave his words into a story. I wrote to Tamás Csapody, the jurist-
sociologist who spent decades researching the Bor camp, and with his help, I tried 
to put together the information, and this is how I realized that my grandfather was 
probably at the Laznica sub-camp. Knowing the history of Bor, this gave him a 
better chance of survival than the other sub-camps.  
As mentioned above, I became aware of the almost mythical importance of 
the backpack during my conversations with my father. And when I felt that I had 
finally figured out this part of the story and even had a tailor-made masterpiece to 
show off, my aunt instantly informed me that this was not the backpack. Honestly, 
I did not understand how she could possibly remember the backpack, considering 
that my father, who is six years older, has early childhood memories of it.  If my 
father’s memories are, in fact, reliable, then Marcsi must have been only three years 
old at the time. I set aside this argument and I started learning the story all over 
again, this time with my aunt’s memories of her father, and I interrogated her just 
as I had my father. What does she know about their father’s childhood, school years, 
parents, war years, forced labor, about how he met his wife after the war? What can 
she say about my grandparents’ experiences during the Holocaust and what they 
heard about it as children? Afterwards, we returned to a lengthy analysis of the 
backpack. And thus, the second backpack was made on the basis of my aunt’s 
memories. 
During the process of recreating the backpack and its related stories, my father 
and my aunt – for the first time in their lives – exchanged what they thought and 
knew about their own father and the time in which he lived. The most interesting 
outcome was the discussion itself between myself, my father, and my aunt, with all 
of its conflicts and occasional agreements. The gaps within the familial narrative of 
the Holocaust served to re-position my grandfather’s legacy both positively and 
negatively, by acknowledging that a coherent narrative may not exist. The act of 







































































impossibly, to reconstruct his personality and his life story, to humanize him for 
myself, felt like using a loom, weaving different materials together. 
Apart from family communication, internationally there is a critical mass of 
Holocaust-related publications available for study. Keeping this in mind, Marianne 
Hirsch defines postmemory as “a structure of inter- and transgenerational 
transmission of traumatic knowledge and experience” (2008, 106), in which it is 
important to acknowledge open words or the lack thereof, the level of 
communication, intimacy and immediacy in the family discourse as well.2 Gaining 
information through learning and through family discourse play an important role 
in knowledge production. My personal experience, which I do not want to over-
generalize, is that in a way it was comfortable for the second generation not to know 
much about their parents. My experience in working with my third-generation 
approach, however, is that I have a strong desire to find out who my grandparents 
were and what they experienced before, during, and after the Holocaust. As Uta 
Larkey writes, the notion of transmemory might provide a useful model for the third 
generation. Similar to postmemory, the term transmemory does not address literally 
personal memories, but rather the reverberations of memories from past 
generations” (Larkey 2017, 224). 
I consider the members of the third generation an important starting point for 
creating a new access to the Holocaust and (re)teaching it through mutual learning 
to the previous and, of course, following generations, as I experienced with my aunt 
and my father. 
Like so many others who speak about their families, they must be entitled, in 
some way, to rewrite history, at least from a family perspective. This does not 
presuppose the intent to falsify, distort, or alter the original story. How could this 
be, when we are unable to know the original story in the first place. As Andrea Liss 
pointed out, “the demand to never forget is not directed at survivors, who can never 
forget, but at those who never experienced the events” (1998, xiii). Thus, whoever 
reads the story that I have told takes part in the process of remembrance.  
 
2 “The term ‘postmemory’ is meant to convey its temporal and qualitative difference from survivor 
memory, its secondary, or second-generation memory quality, its basis in displacement, its 
vicariousness and belatedness. Postmemory is a powerful form of memory precisely because its 
connection to its object or source is mediated not through recollection but through representation, 
projection, and creation. – often based on silence rather than speech, on the invisible rather than 







































































While trying to figure out the truth behind the interviews, I realized that it 
might not be necessary to choose between remembering and forgetting, or between 
reconstructed memory and deconstructed fragments, but it might be enough to 
juxtapose all of these in order to open up other ways of remembering to forget. 
 
 
Note: Some ideas in this essay are taken from my dissertation, which I am currently completing at 
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